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Questioning pedagogies: Hong Kong pre-service teachers’ dialogic reflections on a 
transnational school experience        
 
Introduction 
‘I changed my plan because the students read the Cantonese words before I read to them 
and actually the students themselves have initiated a way to learn instead of me telling them 
how to learn and then I just follow as a teacher so it’s good - I mean  in Hong Kong it’s 
quite different’    
     (Tak-Wah, Hong Kong pre-service teacher)  
In this quotation Tak-Wah, a Hong Kong pre-service English language teacher, is reflecting 
on a lesson he taught within an Australian primary classroom, where he introduced the 
pupils to aspects of Hong Kong culture.  Tak-Wah (all participants’ names are 
pseudonyms) is one of sixteen English as a Second Language (ESL) pre-service teachers 
from Hong Kong who participated in a two-week school-based experience in Brisbane, as 
part of a Hong Kong government-sponsored short language immersion program.  This 
study explores whether participation in such a transnational school-based experience can 
help pre-service teachers articulate and question their language teaching pedagogy.    
In Hong Kong, the government sponsors second language pre-service teachers to attend 
short overseas language immersion (SLIM) programs which offer language study, school-
based experience and opportunities to engage in cultural activities.  The Hong Kong 
government also sponsors in-service language teachers to undertake overseas SLIM 
programs.  Between 2006 to 2008, the Hong Kong Standing Committee on Language 
Education and Research (SCOLAR) made HK$70 million available for this and sponsored 
233 primary English teachers to attend SLIM programs in Australia, Canada and New 
Zealand (SCOLAR  2009).  The Minister for Education, Michael Suen, noted the objectives 
of such programs are for Hong Kong English language teachers ‘to improve their English 
proficiency and widen their perspectives in teaching the language’ (Suen 2008, 16 March, 
para. 10).   
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Despite the large investment in this form of transnational education, there is very little 
research into how the transnational school-based experience within short language 
immersion programs contributes to the professional development of the participants (Lee 
2009).  One suggested benefit is that experiencing a different community of practice can 
assist pre-service teachers to identify and question their (often unconscious) beliefs about 
teaching/learning (Barkhuizen and Feryok 2006).  In the current study, the unfamiliar 
cultural context of the Australian classroom can foreground the Hong Kong pre-service 
teachers’ differing professional assumptions/expectations, making them more visible and 
hence open to analysis.  This has been described as a process of making the familiar strange 
(Bray 2004). Numerous studies record the transformative nature of the transnational school-
based experience through the participants’ comments: ‘the entire experience allowed me to 
reflect [on]… how I want to change myself.  I am not who I was…’ (Pence and 
Macgillivray 2008, 21).  Tang and Choi (2004, 61) suggest that a critical element in this 
transnational experience is ‘the dissonance generated’ and that pre-service teachers need 
guidance to make sense of these dilemmas.  Such observations foreground the importance 
of providing pre-service teachers with the strategies to identify and analyse their 
experiences by embedding a process of reflection within the transnational school-based 
experience (Yang 2011).   
 
The importance of becoming a reflective practitioner has long been acknowledged in 
teacher education (Korthagen and Vasalos 2005).  Through reflection, pre-service teachers 
can develop their pedagogy, drawing insights from their practice which can then guide their 
future teaching.  As Schon (1983) emphasises, thinking and doing are reflexively 
intertwined and knowing arises experientially from reflecting in and on practice.  However,  
whilst the benefits of reflective practice as a process of raising awareness are accepted, 
many studies neglect identifying what new understandings for improving their teaching 
practice have been gained by participants through this process (Marcosa, Sancheza, and 
Tillema 2011).  The current study contributes by tracing shifts in participants’ professional 
understandings through discourse analysis of their reflective dialogues. 
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Whilst acknowledging the importance of reflective practice for professional development, it 
is often noted that pre-service teachers have particular difficulty engaging in such 
processes.  As inexperienced practitioners they are unlikely to have produced any explicit 
personal theories about language teaching, and they often find it problematic to engage in 
deep critical reflection (Klapper 2001).  However, Bain, Ballantyne, Mills, and Lester 
(2002) suggest that reflective practice can be achieved and they offer a five-tiered 
framework to guide pre-service teachers in this endeavour.  These researchers demonstrate 
through their study that, with appropriate guidance and feedback, pre-service teachers are in 
fact able to operationalise all levels of the reflective process, which in turn leads to 
transformative practice.  Productive outcomes from reflection by pre-service teachers have 
also been reported by Korthagen (2010, 145) through what is termed the realistic approach, 
which also highlights the importance of interaction in the reflective process, between pre-
service teachers themselves, as peer-supported learning, and also in combination with the 
teacher educator to create a ‘community of learners’.  These studies highlight the benefits 
of a dialogic reflective process.  
 
A dialogic approach acknowledges the sociocultural foundations of learning and that 
cognitive processes in the individual have their origins in social, communicative processes.  
Dialogism is a theory of knowledge-formation which characterises new learning as deriving 
from the continual interaction of multiple voices and viewpoints (Bakhtin 1981).  Bakhtin 
suggests that we create our own unique view of the world through wrestling with the 
perspectives of other people who are physically present or through representation of their 
ideas in books, media, artwork and so forth.  These different viewpoints may agree or 
conflict with our own understandings and it is through the process of negotiation – 
resisting, modifying, accepting or rejecting these views - that we are continually refining 
our own knowledge (Bakhtin, 1986).  When exchanging our views in a conversation, we 
shape our comments according to whom we are addressing and what reactions we 
anticipate from them.  This concept of addressivity suggests that we may select different 
ways to characterise our experiences and highlight different aspects depending on who we 
are speaking with (Bakhtin, 1981, 282).  Engaging with different conversational partners 
therefore offers participants the opportunity of exploring different representations of their 
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experience.  Hence the design in the current study has established the reflective process via 
group discussions and opportunities to explore classroom experiences with different 
speakers in an attempt to maximise opportunities for dialogic learning to occur.   
 
Background to the study 
The participants in this study are a cohort of sixteen pre-service ESL teachers from Hong 
Kong, comprising 4 males and 12 females.  The pre-service teachers are in their second 
year of a 4 year B.Ed program at a university in Hong Kong.  The majority of the group are 
aged between 20 – 24 years.  Whilst the different proportion of males to females can in 
general terms be seen as a skewed representative sample, however, this 1:3 ratio is in fact  
representative of the gender patterning within the majority of Hong Kong pre-service ESL 
teacher groups who undertake SLIM programs at this Australian university.    Prior to their 
stay in Australia, they had a short field experience in a Hong Kong school during their first 
year of tertiary study.  These pre-service teachers are studying to become secondary school 
teachers of English in Hong Kong.  In Hong Kong, the pre-service teachers will need to use 
English as the language of instruction during their lessons, so they need to be proficient in 
English both in terms of being able to teach it as a subject and also to maintain classsroom 
interaction using English. 
 
The context 
As part of their Bachelor of Education degree studies, these Hong Kong pre-service 
teachers participate in a short language immersion (SLIM) program in Brisbane, Australia.  
One element in this eight-week SLIM program, is a school-based experience lasting two 
weeks.  The school-based experience comprises both primary and secondary classroom 
experience, including: class observation and tutoring; participation in school functions; 
mentoring and reflection workshops; outward-bound leadership training activities; and 
social and leisure activities.  As part of this transnational school experience, the sixteen  
pre-service ESL teachers, in pairs, engaged in teaching an aspect of Chinese culture to a 
small group of Australian year 4 (eight and nine year old) school children.   Several pairs 
chose to teach some simple Cantonese phrases such as ‘jo san/ good morning’, whilst other 
pairs elected to introduce an aspect of culture, such as ‘Chinese New Year Festival’ or 
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Chinese calligraphy.  This experience of teaching the cultural task was the focus of a 
process of guided dialogic reflection, centring on the sharing of viewpoints with peers in 
small focus group discussions and through a stimulated recall interview with the 
lecturer/researcher.   
 
Research design 
The first phase of data generation comprised video-recording the pre-service teachers 
engaging in teaching their cultural task to a small group of between five to twelve Year 4 
primary pupils.  The teaching task was carried out during one lesson, approximately thirty 
minutes duration, with the pre-service teachers working together in pairs.  This teaching 
episode was followed immediately by a focus group discussion analysing aspects of the 
teaching experience, which was also recorded.  The focus groups allowed the participants 
to deconstruct their teaching experiences in a supportive and multi-vocal setting amongst 
peers.  This procedure was repeated the next day, with the participants teaching another 
small group of year 4 pupils, followed by a recorded focus group discussion about their 
teaching experience.  The focus groups utilised a small number of prompt questions as the 
starting point for their discussions, which concentrated attention on the quality of the 
students’ language learning experiences.  For example, one of the questions was ‘To what 
extent were your efforts to engage the students successful?  What evidence do you have?’ 
 
The second phase of data generation, consisted of the teaching pair discussing their 
perception of the teaching experience via a stimulated recall interview with the 
lecturer/researcher, one week after conducting the teaching task. The timing of the 
stimulated recall interview is a significant feature of this research design. Traditionally, 
stimulated recall has been used for psycholinguistic research into cognitive processes 
linked to short term memory.  Such research has demanded that stimulated recall take place 
as soon after the selected task as possible, so that memory traces are not lost or distorted 
(Gass and Mackay 2000).  However, from a sociocultural perspective, the stimulated recall 
is itself as an integral part of the learning process.  As Swain (2006, 1) has noted, verbal 
protocols such as stimulated recall ‘are not just ‘brain dumps’; rather they are a process of 
comprehending and reshaping experience – they are part of what constitutes development 
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and learning’.  Hence the stimulated recall was purposefully delayed, rather than being 
conducted immediately following the teaching experience.  The distance in time and space 
from the original teaching experience was designed to help participants re-view and reflect 
on their lived teaching experiences from different perspectives (Smagorinsky 2001). 
Stimulated recall, as a dialogic process, can help create new understandings because 
selected memories are being foregrounded and re-interpreted in the moment of utterance.  
Hence the stimulated recall in this study was organised as a semi-structured interview 
between the teaching pair and the researcher to encourage discussion and sharing of views 
about particular aspects of the teaching task, as selected by the teaching pair themselves.  
The stimulated recall lasted for approximately 30 minutes with each teaching pair, and was 
video-recorded. 
 
Analysis of the Data 
The data generated from these dialogic encounters were analysed using iterative ‘grounded 
theorizing’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007) through which a number of core themes 
emerged, most notably divergent views around the concept of student-centredness in 
pedagogic practice.  Two of these different viewpoints are extracted and presented here for 
investigation using discourse analysis as proposed by Gee (2005). Gee provides a theory of 
discourse/Discourse, where small d discourse is used in the usual linguistic sense of a unit 
of spoken or written language beyond the level of the sentence. Discourse with a big D, by 
contrast, foregrounds language use along with other social practices as ways of doing and 
being in the world, through which social identity is constructed.  Knowing what is 
appropriate in any given situation is socially, culturally and historically defined and arises 
through our being situated within Discourses.  For example, as teachers we may conceive 
of ourselves as teacher-centred or student-centred or possibly subject-centred.  The use of 
such terms is indicative of how we frame our understanding of teaching/learning processes 
and our part in these processes through the available Discourses that name our professional 
world and shape our interpretation of what is significant. This study focuses in particular on 
how the participants construe and locate themselves within Discourses of student-
centredness.  The first viewpoint expressed by one of the pre-service teachers, Wei-Li, 
frames student-centredness negatively; while the second viewpoint interprets student-
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centredness in a more positive way and is expressed by Tak-Wah, the pre-service teacher 
whose comment was included at the beginning of this paper.   
   
Wei-Li’s teaching activity 
Wei-Li began her teaching of the cultural activity by introducing some ‘Fai Chun’ which 
are lucky messages or blessings for hanging up inside the home which are traditionally 
given to family and friends at Chinese New Year.  She was teaching a small group 
consisting of five boys from Primary Year 4 (aged eight and nine years old).  Having 
explained the Fai Chun, Wei-Li organised the students to individually copy the Chinese 
characters from two blessings onto coloured sheets of paper. In the closing stage of her 
lesson, Wei-Li then invited the students to make a smaller copy for someone in their 
family.  It is from this point in the lesson that the following speech extract is taken:  
Transcript  One:  Wei-Li’s students make Fai Chun. 
line Speaker  
1 Wei-Li You can write one for your dad, one for your sister ((handing out small 
red squares of paper)) 
2 Student 1 Cool! 
3 Student 2 Can I write one for my step mum? 
4 Student 1 This one is for me 
5 Wei-Li Sure.  And remember when you go home you can twist it. 
6 Student 3 I can do that one without looking.  See here ((writes a character)) 
7 Wei-Li And you can write ‘To Mum’,  ‘To Dad’, ‘To Step Mom’ 
8 Student 3 I want to give one to my mum and dad 
9 Student 4 I need one for my sister 
10 Student 2 Can I write one for my step mum? 
11 Wei-Li And tell me - do I stick it on the wall like this? ((holding paper  upright)) 
12 Student 1 Yes – No – upside down. 
13 Wei-Li ((nods her head in agreement)) Make this longer.  
14  ((pointing to one of the brush strokes)) Sam make this longer. 
15 Student  2 ((increases the length of the brush stroke)). How do you say my name 
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again ((in Chinese))?  
16 Student 5 How do you say my name in Chinese?1 
Reading through this transcript it is clear that both the teacher, Wei-Li, and her  pupils are 
actively engaged in the task of producing Fai Chun.  Although she is not the regular class 
teacher, her position of authority is evidenced in her language use: modal verb forms to 
grant permission, ‘You can write one for your dad...’ (line 1); and the use of the imperative 
to direct student actions, ‘Make this longer’ (line 13).  Not only do the students accept her 
guidance, but they respond enthusiastically to the suggestion of producing Fai Chun for 
their family members (“Cool!”, line 2).   
It is notable that this classroom interaction does not follow the usual pattern of  Initiate – 
Respond – Evaluate (IRE), dubbed the ‘default option’ of the traditional lesson (Cazden 
2001, 31), where the teacher initiates the interaction and the pupil’s role is restricted to 
supplying the required response, which is then evaluated by the teacher.  It can be seen 
from this transcript that the children are not only responding to the teacher, but interacting 
with each other as well (lines 8 – 9).  The children are also comfortable with initiating 
questions: ‘How do you say my name in Chinese?’ (line 16).  Such interaction patterns are 
indicative of classrooms where the teacher takes a facilitating role allowing students to 
actively co-construct their learning (Breen, 2001)  
Whilst the students are comfortable with the activity and the interaction, it becomes evident 
that Wei-Li does not share their viewpoint, when she reports back to her peers in her focus 
group discussion.  Her account of this episode is given in transcript two, where Wei-Li is 
responding to one of the guiding questions for the focus group discussion: ‘To what extent 
were your efforts to engage the students successful? What evidence do you have?’  
 
                                                 
1Legend for Transcriptions 
Underline = stressed word 
((  )) = significant contextual features 
(?) = unclear utterance 
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Transcript Two:  Wei-Li’s view of student-centredness as taking the teacher’s role2 
Speaker                                              Setting 
Wei-Li: 1 there’s the part  
 2 where they keep asking us their names in Chinese - Cantonese  
Catalyst 
Wei-Li: 3 and then after they ask their name 
 4 they ask their brother’s name,   
 5 they ask their (mother’s?) name, 
 6 they ask their father’s name,  ((laughter)) 
 7 their sister’s name 
 8 their dog’s name    ((laughter)) 
Crisis 
Wei-Li: 9 and that is when it became student-centred 
 10 like we’re like we’re totally off- task  
 11 we’re not doing what we’re supposed to do 
 12 and we’re actually answering their questions 
Mei-Kei: 13 The students take your role 
Evaluation 
Wei-Li:  14 They took my role and they keep asking and we keep replying  
 15 and that’s why they keep asking because we keep replying 
 16 if we said ‘stop we only need to know the  …’ 
 
The Setting: It is informative that Wei-Li chose to focus on this episode where the pupils 
requested Cantonese names, which happened in the closing moments of her teaching, to 
address the question of whether she had successfully engaged the students.  By this stage of 
her lesson, the children had already completed several Fai Chun, and Wei-Li could have 
referred to this fact as evidence of positive student engagement.  Instead she chose an 
episode that she clearly considered problematic to explore in more detail with her peers, 
indicating that the students’ behavior in initiating the interaction had made a deep 
impression on her. 
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The Catalyst:  In her account of events, Wei-Li emphasizes the student-initiated nature of 
the interaction, repeating ‘they ask …’ four times (lines 3 – 6).  Her delivery is dramatic, 
her speech becomes louder and faster as she itemizes each family member in turn, 
culminating in a crescendo on the inclusion of the family pet in the list of required names 
(line 8).  The novelty of this exchange is appreciated by the focus group members: Tak-
Wah and Mei-Kei join in with their laughter at the comic turn of events which Wei-Li is 
describing (lines 6 and 8).  This is evidently not what one expects to be happening in class. 
The Crisis: Wei-Li now delivers the punchline, clarifying that her conception of ‘student-
centred’ negatively frames the pupil/teacher interaction as ‘totally off -task’ (line 10), 
where attention has been diverted to irrelevant or inappropriate things, including answering 
students’ questions.  The nature of the problem is now clear enough for another pre-service 
teacher, Mei-Kei, to summarise this as: ‘the students take your role’ (line 13). 
The Evaluation: Mei-Kei’s understanding of the problem is immediately confirmed by 
Wei-Li, who concludes that she should have ended this undesirable classroom interaction 
by stopping the flow of student questions. None of the focus group members counter this 
viewpoint. From the shared laughter and Mei-Kei’s analysis of the problem, the inference 
can be drawn that the group members understand Wei-Li’s negative interpretation of the 
students’ initiating events, whether they agree with her viewpoint or not.  This common 
understanding can be seen as a shared ‘Discourse model’, which Gee (2005, 61) defines as 
theories that people hold, often unconsciously, and which provide an explanatory 
framework through which they interpret their experiences. A feature of this particular 
Discourse model of pedagogy appears to be the teacher’s sole right to ask the questions in 
classroom interaction.  By contrast, most English as a Second Language teaching textbooks 
(produced in the west) would characterize this kind of student-initiated interaction as 
‘personalizing the language learning’ and this would be applauded as fulfilling Tudor’s 
(1996) well-known definition of ‘being learner-centred’ as:  
allocating a central place in language teaching to the subjective and personal concerns of 
learners, and thereby moving away from a view of language teaching in which centre stage 
is held by the language code rather than the messages learners wish to convey 
         (Tudor 1996, 6) 
In this small episode, one can see the clash of conflicting Discourse models of good 
teaching facing these pre-service second language teachers.  The transnational classroom 
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experience has led to one pre-service teacher’s unsettling experience of students initiating 
the classroom interaction.  Such behaviour is unexpected and, in Wei-Li’s case, 
unwelcome. 
   
This issue of the legitimate roles of the teacher and student is taken up differently by two 
other pre-service teachers, Tak-Wah and Mei-Kei, in their stimulated recall interview with 
myself, the lecturer/researcher (transcript three).  In transcript three, Tak-Wah begins by 
explaining how he responded to students initiating the interaction, while he was practicing 
the reading and pronunciation of some selected Chinese characters.  This is the text with 
which this paper opened: 
 
Transcript Three: Tak-Wah’s view of student-centredness as cooperation 
Tak-Wah 1  actually the students themselves have initiated a way to learn 
  2 instead of me telling them how to learn 
 3 and then I just follow as a teacher - so it’s good 
 4 I mean in Hong Kong it’s quite different because students tend not to start new things,  
 5 they just follow what the teacher instruction  
 6 and here we can see that if students are more active actually we can cooperate to work out 
  our lesson 
 7  instead of student er teachers planning it themselves 
 
Mei-Kei 8 it means that the teacher acts as a facilitator here 
 9  and in Hong Kong the teacher takes the main role of speaking in the classroom 
 10 like teacher-centred classroom  
 11 as a teacher I need to spread this idea back to Hong Kong 
 
Tak-Wah’s account makes it clear that in the Australian classroom he too has experienced 
the unusual circumstance of having pupils initiate the action in the classroom.  However, 
unlike Wei-Li, he is not disturbed by this unexpected turn of events, even though he 
confirms that ‘in Hong Kong it’s quite different’ (lines 2a-2b).  Clearly, his own 
understanding of the role of the teacher does not preclude the students initiating events.  His 
insight that both teacher and students can cooperate to shape the teaching/learning 
processes has arisen from his actual experience of this happening in the classroom in 
Australia, (line 6).  Mei-Kei then steps in to summarise Tak-Wah’s points, explicating the 
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pedagogic implications of Tak-Wah’s (and Mei-Kei’s) experience in much more formal 
and professional ELT language, using terms such as ‘facilitator’ (line 8) and ‘teacher-
centred classroom’ (line 10).  This pedagogic overview highlights the two conflicting 
Discourse models in play: the teacher as facilitator following western ELT traditions, as 
contrasted with the more teacher-centred Discourse model of the teacher as knower and 
disseminator of knowledge which Mei-Kei – in common with much applied linguistics 
research – sees as typifying the traditional approach to language teaching in Hong Kong 
and China generally (Jin and Cortazzi, 2006). 
 
It is almost as if Mei-Kei is taking on a ‘translator’ role, presenting Tak-Wah’s comments 
in a more educationally professional package, presumably for my benefit as the teacher 
educator/researcher.  However, what is notable is that Mei-Kei goes beyond Tak-Wah’s 
exact message to introduce a new point, that ‘as a teacher I need to spread this idea back to 
Hong Kong’.   This comment may be offered because Mei-Kei assumes that her researcher 
audience, as a Western lecturer, would expect such a conclusion.  Or these words could 
indicate Mei-Kei’s actual future intention. Whilst it would indeed be interesting to see 
whether these insights influence the pre-service teacher’s future teaching in Hong Kong, it 
is an issue for future research as it goes beyond the scope of this paper to investigate this.  
However, the significant factor here is that Mei-Kei has understood Tak-Wah’s ideas and 
felt it appropriate to add her own evaluation of suitable follow-up.  It is pertinent at this 
point to remember that Mei-Kei is the same person who participated in Wei-Li’s focus 
group discussion a week earlier.  In that discussion, she took up the same role of ‘translator’ 
when she summarized Wei-Li’s concerns over the student/teacher interaction as ‘the 
students took your role’ (transcript two, line 13).  Effectively then, in these two dialogues, 
Mei-Kei has espoused two conflicting viewpoints on the role of the teacher, clearly 
demonstrating her awareness of these different Discourses.  Such voicing of different 
perspectives can be seen as essentially inevitable, if one takes a dialogic view of learning.  
As Bakhtin (1981, 346) points out this active struggling with diverse perspectives is part of 
the process of professional development, which he terms ideological becoming, which 
consists of ‘an intense struggle within us for hegemony among various available verbal and 
ideological points of view, approaches, directions and values… in each of the new contexts 
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that dialogize it, this discourse is able to reveal ever newer ways to mean’.  Mei-Kei, like 
her other pre-service teacher colleagues, is involved in the on-going dynamic process of 
positioning herself within these competing Discourses.   
 
At this point it is important to keep in mind that Discourse models, like stereotypes, are 
‘simplifications of reality’ (Gee 2005, 61).  The research literature uses terms like teacher-
centred, implying transmission model, and student-centred which implies constructivist 
model.  These may provide broad outlines, but inevitably do not capture the complexity and 
diversity of pedagogy within as well as between educational systems (Biggs and Watkins 
2001).  Holliday (1999) notes the limitations of taking an essentialising large culture 
approach which ignores variety and agency and instead sets up false fixed boundaries.  This 
study tries to avoid this by adopting a small culture approach which locates ‘a discernible 
set of behaviours and understandings connected with group cohesion’ which emerge 
through the data (Holliday 1999, 248).  The aim is to avoid commencing the analysis with 
pre-existing discursive constructs of the Chinese learner or the Chinese teacher based on 
assumptions that people are determined by their Confucian heritage or which tie social 
identity to a homogenized view of a national culture (Clark and Gieve 2006).  As Mok 
(2006) notes in her study of a Shanghai classroom, the interpretation of student-centred 
needs to be understood appropriately within the cultural context, as in her study where the 
maths teacher’s lesson was student-oriented although his practice was different from 
western models. Mok’s study makes the point that student-centredness can be interpreted in 
different ways and underlines the need to understand such pedagogic terms from multiple 
viewpoints instead of using western definitions as the default perspective.  In the globalised 
context of education nowadays there is a need for inclusive pedagogy acknowledging that 
discourses of ‘student-centredness’ are enacted in different ways in different local 
circumstances.  As Alexander (2008) suggests, we should be taking up an ‘and/both’ 
approach instead of an ‘either/or’ approach to pedagogy.   
 
Engaging in a transnational school-based experience has the potential to promote a more 
‘and/both’ perspective, by engaging pre-service teachers in different Discourses.  As a first 
step to taking up a more pluralistic pedagogy, one needs to be able to envisage alternative 
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possibilities. All 16 participants in this study commented on the different pedagogic norms 
that they encountered in the Australian classroom, characterising Australian pupils as being 
‘active’ learners as opposed to ‘passive’ pupils in Hong Kong.  For example, Oi-Yan, one 
of the Hong Kong pre-service teachers, commented that the pupils co-contributed to the 
classroom discourse: ‘back in Hong Kong you know students are really passive because it’s 
always the teacher talking but here it’s both sides’ (OIsr, 03).  This was perceived as an 
advantage by Oi-Yan, who was impressed when the students she had been working with 
then went over to their friends and explained to them how to decorate the Chinese New 
Year red packets.  Oi-Yan commented that: ‘I was surprised to see kids actually shared with 
other students... they were sharing the knowledge they got...and this is what a teacher really 
hopes to get and we actually experienced it’ (OIsr, 10 – 12).  The pre-service teacher’s 
words emphasise the importance of the lived experience making different pedagogic 
understandings available.   
Another teaching pair, Pik-Wah and Lai-Shan, in their stimulated recall interview, also 
noted the higher level of teacher/pupil interaction in the Australian classroom : 
‘Here [in Australia] obviously we have more interaction with kids than in Hong Kong’ 
(LSsr, 04) and from this experience they observed ‘they [the students] can actually learn 
from their own, yeah.  We are more like a facilitator’ (LSsr 15-16).  Lai-Shan’s words echo 
those of Mei-Kei, discussed earlier, who commented ‘the teacher acts as a facilitator here’ 
(Transcript 3, 8-11).   
 
Experiencing these different Discourses first-hand in the transnational classroom can 
extend participants’ professional understandings, unsettling their taken-for-granted 
assumptions about the teacher/pupil roles and the nature of the teaching/learning process. 
However, such shifts in understanding are not guaranteed.  As Scoffham and Barnes (2009, 
265) note, immersing pre-service teachers in another culture does not of itself automatically 
lead to new learning. They suggest that reflection, conversations and group discussions are 
essential to the process of developing new understandings from lived experience, and in 
particular that programme leaders should ‘make conscious efforts to mediate student 
reactions’ as part of the meaning-making process. This accords with the findings in the 
current study also.  Whilst peer discussions helped these participants to start exploring and 
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articulating their pedagogic understandings, they did not move from identifying their 
pedagogy to critically questioning this.  In her role as ‘translator’ Mei-Kei took up a 
mediating position, akin to the role of a teacher educator, reframing the discussion in terms 
of second language pedagogy  rather than personal experiences (‘the students took your 
role’, Transcript two).  However, Mei-Kei did not then invite or prompt her colleagues to 
actively explore these professional Discourses any further, as a teacher educator would do.  
Without exposing their assumptions and viewpoints to critical review, the participants are 
unlikely to develop new understandings and reformulate their practice (Bain, Ballantyne, 
Mills,and Lester 2002).  Scaffolding is needed to help pre-service teachers attain deeper 
levels of reflection.  The lecturer/researcher, as a ‘trusted “third party” listener’ 
(Smagorinsky 1998, 169) is in a privileged position to take up this catalytic role.  In the 
current study, the stimulated recall interview afforded participants the opportunity to review 
and reconstitute their teaching experience in discussion with their lecturer/researcher and 
attain deeper levels of professional reflection.  This can be seen particularly in the 
stimulated recall discussion with Wei- Li.  While re-viewing the DVD of her teaching of 
the Fai Chun to two different groups of schoolchildren, Wei-Li derived new understandings 
of herself as a teacher.  She had been initially concerned that her teaching instructions had 
been ineffective, but watching her performance on DVD, she commented:  
Wei-Li:  Now that I listen to it, if I were the student I would probably 
understand what I was trying to say.  But I don’t know why, at that 
time it seems like… it didn’t come out right… But now that I hear it, 
it’s actually OK… 
Researcher:  So actually the DVD has confirmed that you did much better than 
you thought you did? 
Wei-Li:  Yeh.  I was really surprised because I thought I did very bad.  
(WLsri, 26-32) 
 
Wei-Li also demonstrated a shift in her understanding of teacher/student roles, changing 
her earlier negative evaluation of the pupils’ behaviour in initiating questions in class. 
Having introduced Fai Chun to a second group of much more passive and attentive pupils, 
she explained:  
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there’s advantages and disadvantages …We have this quieter group but then, in the end 
...we actually prefer the first group more, even though they’re more rowdy… but you 
know… they’re more talkative, they’re more funny  
(WLsri, 13-16). 
 
Conclusion 
This paper set out to explore how engaging in a transnational school-based experience 
contributes to the professional development of pre-service teachers. Through analyzing 
participants’ dialogues, it has been shown that the transnational classroom has given 
participants opportunities for engaging with different professional Discourses to those 
encountered in their home context.  Discourses of ‘student-centredness’ operating in these 
Australian classrooms encourage pupils to initiate questions and be verbally active in the 
lesson, which is an unfamiliar experience for these Hong Kong pre-service teachers.  The 
process of dialogic reflection applied to these teaching experiences has been shown to assist 
participants in making sense of these experiences. It has been argued that the recursive and 
multi-voiced nature of this reflective process is a significant factor in assisting these pre-
service teachers to recontextualise their classroom encounters, developing their professional 
understandings as part of a dynamic process of ideological becoming (Bakhtin 1981).   
 
There are limitations in the current study in terms of how generalisable the findings are, and 
the ability to track impact over time.  The participant sample is relatively small and all 16 
pre-service teachers are from the same Hong Kong institution.  How representative are the 
outcomes identified here?  Further research is needed to address this issue, focusing on a 
range of participant groups engaging in transnational school-based experience in a variety 
of sociocultural contexts.  A longitudinal perspective also needs to be incorporated into the 
research, enabling tracking of participants’ perspectives prior to and during the 
transnational experience, and extending this into their return to the home institution, and 
their commencement as practicing classroom teachers (Trent 2011).  Current research into 
transnational professional practice offers discrete snapshots at selected points in time.  This 
raises the question of what further insights could be gained through instead undertaking 
joint longitudinal research, with researchers in both the home and host institutions working 
together, to provide a more holistic longitudinal investigation of participants’ and 
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stakeholders’ perspectives. In an era of globalization, such inter-institutional and 
intercultural research cooperation has the potential to contribute significantly to our 
understandings of how transnational school-based experience affects pre-service teacher 
development.   
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